The study of entrepreneurship and its linkages to personal traits has been the subject of much interest and research debate in recent years. In particular, much research has been devoted to the examination of youth entrepreneurial potentials and how they might be enhanced. In all this, gender has been a contentious issue, for opinions on whether or not the potential to become an entrepreneur is gender-driven have been rather mixed and certainly not one-sided. This paper is an attempt to contribute to this debate by adding further empirical evidence from the middle-east/gulf region. It draws on a sample of 503 students enrolled in business courses at a University in the United Arab Emirates. Statistical analysis strongly revealed that there were no differences on the overall entrepreneurial potentials between males and females. However, the only item of entrepreneurial potential on which the two groups differed was their predisposition to risk taking. Consistent with previous research, females were less disposed to taking risk. Overall, our findings on entrepreneurial potentials defeat the commonly held stereotypical assumptions that females in middle-east countries may be less averse to entrepreneurial activities than males. Implications for future and research and practice are discussed.
Introduction
With the rising interest in the topic of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial potential (Christensen, 2004; Segal et al, 2005; Bjandari, 2006; Ghulam et al, 2006; Florin et al, 2007 , Harris & Gibson, 2008 Hessels et al, 2008; Krueger, 2009; Shinnar et al, 2009; Mitchelmore & Rowley 2010) , the issue of gender has attracted a considerable amount of research, generating much speculations on differences between male and female potentials to become entrepreneurs (Mueller, 2004) .
This interest has been propelled by strong concerns by governments and policy makers around the world to stimulate entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial drives amongst the youth population, seen as a primary driver for economic growth and development (Bonnett & Furnham, 1991; Hessels et al, 2008) . The main assumption is that young adults with high entrepreneurial potential (EP) are more likely to start a business than are those with lower entrepreneurial potential (Bowman, 1986; Bonnett & Furnham, 1991; Shinnar et al, 2009 ).
Although current trends and projections indicate that women will play an increasingly important role in the entrepreneurship, it is not clear whether or not they differ from males in their potentials and the likelihood of their intentions. A common stereotypical assumption is that entrepreneurs are perceived to have predominantly masculine characteristics.
In this study, we attempt to contribute to the research debate and fill the above gap. We focus on gender differences in entrepreneurial potential (EP) as a measure of individual capability and desire to become an entrepreneur, (Krueger & Brazeal, 1994) . We draw on a sample of 503 students enrolled in business courses at a University in the United Arab Emirates. The choice of students as a target sample is appropriate for this kind of study, as future entrepreneurs are more likely to be captured in amongst the population of students, particularly 'business" students. This further justified by the fact that youth entrepreneurship programs are often geared to capture the interest of the student populations as a primary target. The validity of student samples for entrepreneurial inquiries has been justified in previous research (Bowman, 1986; Koh, H.C, 1996) and the more recent research has been able to draw useful conclusions from such target samples (McClelland, 1965 (McClelland, , 1965a Yi, 2002; Bjandari, 2006; Harris et al, 2008; El Harbi et al, 2009; Grubuz and Aykol, 2009; Zahariah et al, 2010) . Previous research has also shown that students are reliable proxis for the purpose of research on potential entrepreneurs. In that perspective, several studies have shown that business students, in particular, are useful and reliable sources in investigating the potentials and profiles of future entrepreneurs in various countries (Koh, 1996; Kourilskva, & Walstad, 1998; Freeman & Bordia, 2001; Yi, 2002; Veciano et al, 2005; Zha et al, 2006; Gupta et al, 2008 Gupta et al, , 2009 Kickul et al, 2010; Nguyen et al, 2010; Zahariah et al, 2010, Yordanova. and Tarrazon, 2010; Arora et al, 2011; Rozell et al, 2011 , Houston et al, 2012 Shinnar et al, 2012; Strobl et al, 2012) .
Current State of Research Knowledge
Entrepreneurial potential is recognized as an important precursor to entrepreneurial events or activities (Krueger & Brazeal 1994) . The concept of entrepreneurial potential (EP) refers to the basis capacity and desire of individuals to become entrepreneurs (Krueger & Brazeal 1994) . Individuals with the potential to become entrepreneurs perceive themselves as capable and psychologically equipped to face the challenges of entrepreneurship. In other words, individuals who have capabilities and desire to become entrepreneurs are also more inclined to start a business and indeed become "potential entrepreneurs". An individual with greater entrepreneurial potential (EP) is a person who bears risks, works under uncertainty, combines and manages capital, innovates on all fronts on regular basis, and is motivated by business results (Krueger & Brazeal, 1994; Sahay & Rai, 2004) . Lumpkin & Dess (1996) further clarified the definitional issue in entrepreneurship in their 1996 seminal work by making a distinction between entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial potential. They suggested that an entrepreneurial potential (EP) represents entrepreneurial processes that address the question of the willingness and likelihood to undertaken new ventures. These processes include innovativeness, and risk taking. In essence this concept helps us understand the level of necessary pre-conditions that relate to the potential success of future entrepreneurial actions (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Krueger 2009 ).
While some variation exists in the nature and number of personal facets which can be ascribed to the potential entrepreneur, previous research have commonly included such characteristics as, creativity and innovativeness, leadership capabilities, risk taking, and growth orientation, (Macke and Markley 2003; Thompson 2004 , Guerrero et al, 2008 Thomas & Mueller, 2000; Mueller & Thomas, 2001 ). While such characteristics are not necessarily predictors of future entrepreneurial activity in themselves, they are indicative of interest and ability to successfully pursue entrepreneurial opportunities, and as such are important factors in identifying potential future entrepreneurs (Krueger 2009 ).
It is not clear whether or not there are dominant differences between men and women in this regard. While some studies point at significant gender differences (Mueller, 2004; Asos et al, 2007; El Harbi, et al, 2009; Díaz-García & Jiménez-Moreno, 2010; Yordanova. & Tarrazon, 2010; Shinnar et al, 2012) , other negate any gender-related differences (Kourilskva, & Walstadb, 1998; Veciano et al, 2005; Wilson et al, 2007; Maxfield et al, 2010) . Nevertheless, the more recent studies focusing on female entrepreneurship in the Middle East reveal that a growing number of female graduates are showing increasing interest in entrepreneurial activities (see for example Madichie and Gallant, 2012) . Kourilskva and Walstad (1998) scrutinized a national sample of female and male high school students concerning their entrepreneurship knowledge and attitude in the United States. They focused on whether or not there are any significant gender differences in these areas. Their results revealed that there were many similarities between females and males with respect to their knowledge of and opinions about entrepreneurship. Drawing on the Nordic data of the Global Entrepreneurial Monitor, Asos et al (2007) found significant gender differences in entrepreneurship which included "nascent", "latent" as well as "infant" entrepreneurship. In a tri-national study, Gupta and his colleagues examined the role of socially constructed gender stereotypes and their influence on men and women's entrepreneurial intentions. They found that men and women did not differ in their entrepreneurial intentions (Gupta et al, 2008 (Gupta et al, , 2009 ).
In contrast, some studies have shown the existence of significant differences in the rate of new business creation between men and women. Specifically, they refer to women as being much less likely to be involved in entrepreneurship than men worldwide (see for example Minniti and Nardone, 2007) . Lending some support to this claim, in a study of Bulgarian university students, Yordanova and Tarrazon (2010) found and argued that women tend to have lower entrepreneurial intentions than men.
Drawing on a sample of over 5,000 middle and high school students, Kickul and her colleagues examined the reasons behind the significant gender gaps observed in entrepreneurial interest among adolescents. Their findings revealed significant differences between boys and girls. In particular, their data indicated that that self-efficacy seemed to have a stronger effect on entrepreneurial interest for girls than for boys (Kickul et al, 2010) . Drawing on a sample of students from a Malaysian University, Zaidatol and Afsaneh (2009) found significant difference between male and female students on entrepreneurial intention where the male students obtained higher mean score.
In a more recent study, Shinnar and her colleagues examined how culture and gender shape entrepreneurial perceptions incorporating perceptions of gender role differences. They tested for gender differences in the way university students in three nations perceive barriers to entrepreneurship and whether gender has a moderating effect on these as well as entrepreneurial intentions across the three nations. Their findings revealed significant gender differences in barrier perceptions. However, they admitted and stressed that this gap was not consistent across cultures (Shinnar et al, 2012) . In agreement with this, Strobl and her colleagues drew on a survey of university students and found that male students showed more positive attitudes towards entrepreneurship and much more concrete entrepreneurial intentions (Strobl et al, 2012) .
Even some of the recent studies that have focused on youth in the contexts similar to our (i.e. Middle-East/Arab context) have argued in favor of gender differences. For instance, I a study of entrepreneurial intentions among students in Tunisia, El Harbi and her colleagues found greater entrepreneurial intentions amongst males (El Harbi et al, 2009 ).
Research Questions
Stemming from the above arguments and the literature to-date, it is unclear whether or not male and female youth differ on their entrepreneurial potentials. It is also unclear, whether or not (and how) they differ on the various characteristics of entrepreneurial potential. Further, since our study is conducted in the middle-east context, it is not clear whether the commonly stereotyped gender roles are present in relation to the potentials of males and females to become entrepreneurs. This leads use to the following research questions:  Do males and females differ in their entrepreneurial potentials?  Are any of the entrepreneurial characteristics more predominant in a given gender group?  Does the stereotypical assumption of greater entrepreneurial potential (and orientation) amongst young males in the middle-eastern countries hold true when we consider youth (business students) in the present context?
Sample and Method
The data for this study was collected by way of a survey instrument distributed to a sample of students attending business courses in a University in the United Arab Emirates. The choice of students as a target sample is appropriate for this kind of study, as future entrepreneurs are more likely to be captured in amongst the population of students, particularly 'business" students. This is further justified by the fact that youth entrepreneurship programs are often geared to capture the interest of the student populations as a primary target. The validity of student samples for research inquiries on entrepreneurship has been strongly justified in previous research (Bowman, 1986; Koh, H.C. 1996) and the more recent research has been able to draw useful conclusions from such target samples (see for example Yi, 2002; Harris et al, 2008; Grubuz and Aykol, 2009; Zahariah et al, 2010) .
To ascertain the clarity of the range of item-questions, the questionnaire instrument was piloted randomly prior to final delivery. The questionnaire was entirely in English as the target population of students were in programs/majors delivered entirely in English. It used scales and item-questions borrowed from previous research (see measures section below).
The questionnaire was delivered to students taking upper level courses in business studies. The target sample was based on a necessary representation of the cross-section of students pursuing courses in the College of Business, in terms of their discipline/major, level of study and gender.
The questionnaire was distributed in class-time (at the end of class) and participation in the survey was purely voluntary. In compliance with the university standard code of ethics, a standard protocol for questionnaire distribution was observed, ensuring each respondent the preservation of confidentiality in all responses to the survey that they would make. They were given the option to complete the questionnaire there and then (at the end of their class) and return it to their instructor, or to complete it in their own time and return it to the researchers through their faculty mail-tray. Class instructors (survey facilitators) delivering the questionnaire in their classes were briefed of these conditions by the researchers. In addition to this, survey facilitators were www.ccsenet.org/ijbm International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 8, No. 1; required to read out certain statements to the survey participants highlighting the objective of the survey, ensuring respondents' confidentiality, time required to complete the survey, and students' voluntary participation in the survey. The class instructors were specifically requested to distribute the questionnaires during the class times and at the end, while the survey facilitators (i.e. the researchers) personally collected the completed questionnaires.
A total of 700 questionnaires were printed and distributed. A total of 503 students participated in the study by completing the questionnaire, for a 72% response rate. Table 1 shows the sample distribution by gender and country of current nationality. 59% of respondents were female, against 41% males. This distribution is a normal distribution in the UAE University in which the study took place as more females attend business courses by comparison to male students. This distribution is also reflective of the fact that relatively more Muslim females students are constrained to remain within Muslim countries (such as the UAE) to pursue higher education , by comparison to males students who have more of a free choice on the country of higher education. In other words, females are less likely to travel overseas, beyond the confines of Muslim regional boundaries, whereas male students are not constrained as much, in that sense. The respondents were from 38 different nationalities. Details of the distribution by gender and country of current nationality are shown in Appendix1. Table 1 shows the sample distribution by gender and nationality, by regions. The age distribution of respondents ranges from 16 to 28, with a mean age of 20. 
Measures
The concept of entrepreneurial potential (EP) refers to the basis capacity and desire of individuals to become entrepreneurs (Krueger and Brazeal 1994) . The measure used in this study was inspired from Krueger and Brazeal (1994) . It consists of seven item statements tapping aspects of entrepreneurship which include: business intentions, perceived leadership capabilities, competitiveness, innovativeness, growth needs, self-belief in financial management skills and disposition to risk taking. The scale adopted was a five-point Likert scale denoting the degree of agreement -disagreement with each of seven statements. To test for reliability, we subjected these seven items to confirmatory factor analysis. We also checked for their robustness Alpha Cronbach tests. Factorial and scale reliability (Alpha Cronbach) analysis revealed that these items held consistently together to produce a robust measure of entrepreneurship potential (see Table 2 )
Gender was measured as a nominal variable with females scoring "1" and males scoring "2". For the purpose of statistical analysis, we treated it as a dummy variable. 
Analysis and Results
We first explored the relationships amongst the main variables, including the scale items of entrepreneurial potential and gender. These are shown in Table 3 . Overall, these results confirm strong association (or convergence) amongst the characteristics of entrepreneurial potential. The only association that was out of line with the rest was the item denoting "disposition to risk taking". It did not correlate significantly with three of the scale-items. However, this may be explained by the fact that gender also did not relate any of the entrepreneurial potential characteristics, except for "risk taking". Consistent with this, the data shows there was no significant relationship between gender and entrepreneurial potential (overall), except for the characteristic of risk taking where males seem to be more accepting of risk.
To further explore gender differences, we subjected the data to analysis of variance, where gender was introduced as a dummy variable. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 4 (the mean scores used for this analysis are shown in Appendix 2). These results confirm the above correlation findings and show no significant differences in entrepreneurial potential between males and females. The only significant difference is that relating to risk taking.
Conclusions and Implications
Despite the increasing interest in researching female entrepreneurship, little is known about gender differences in pre-venture process. The purpose of this study was to provide a conceptual framework for understanding gender differences in entrepreneurial potentials. We explored gender effects on entrepreneurial potentials and identify factors that may account for the gender gap in entrepreneurial intentions in a sample of university students in the United Arab Emirates. Our findings strongly suggest that youth entrepreneurship is not gender-bias and that both men and women reported similar potentials. This lends support to a number of studies (Kourilskva, & Walstad, 1998; Veciano et al, 2005; Wilson et al, 2007; Maxfield et al, 2010 ), but does not support the findings of studies conducted in similar cultural contexts to ours (see for example El Harbi et al, 2009; Zaidatol & Afsaneh, 2009 ).
The only characteristic that was different across gender groups was the predisposition to "risk taking" This does lend tome support to previous research. However, since this characteristic was the result of responses to a single item on the entrepreneurial potential scale, it is hard to uphold its validity across the board. Our findings on differences related to greater male predisposition to risk taking lend support to early research on gender and risk taking (see for example Harris et al, 2006) . However, they do not support findings from the more recent research (see for example Maxfield et al, 2010) .
Unfortunately, there remains an underlying societal stereotypes associating entrepreneurship with masculine characteristics. Although entrepreneurship has traditionally been perceived to be a masculine-stereotyped domain, our findings suggest that this no longer holds true, even in the Middle East context. This suggests that common gender stereotypes have been nullified. Males do not inherently hold more entrepreneurial potentials than females (Madichie and Gallant, 2012) .
From the research implications viewpoint, our study reveals that the potential to become an entrepreneur is not gender-related. Despite the selective focus (i.e., students in the gulf/middle east context), the above findings add to the current state of knowledge on the need to avert stereotyping in ventures and activities aimed at encouraging both males and females to undertake entrepreneurial activities. However, these findings need to be taken with some caution as the research platform is not sufficiently broad to warrant full generalization regarding attitudes towards entrepreneurship I the Middle East as a whole. Future research may consider re-examining the gender issue in the context of a much larger cross-national comparative study involving countries such as Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman, and so on. Gender-related studies n these latter countries remain lacking. The main practical implication that stems from our findings is that policy makers should involve more females in their plans to enhance entrepreneurial activities. This is already occurring in many countries in the Gulf. However, efforts and intents in the region still remain in their infancy by comparison to policies already adopted in the more advanced Western countries. 
